The consistent learning situations may well prove to be a major advantage for radio hearing aids. However, it would be well, whilst welcoming the principle of radio hearing aids, to exercise considerable caution in the face of uninformed claims made for them in the popular press. Teachers of the deaf with knowledge of hearing aids are yet to be convinced that currently-available radio aids suit the needs of all hearing-impaired children. The balancing of good teacher input and good amplification of the children's voices leaves something to be desired, and the cost of these aids, both initially and in maintenance, is considerable.
Probably the greatest day-to-day advantage of radio aids is the time saved in the classroom because the child wears the same aid throughout the day there is no swopping over. Since each child is fitted individually, each aid is dealt with individually. Finding the source of breakdown in a group aid can take a long time, getting it repaired can take even longer and meanwhile a whole class of deaf children can be without adequate amplification; but the radio aids carry spares, i.e. power packs, for immediate replacement. Although from the school's angle the problem of repairs continues, from the point of view of the hearing-handicapped pupil the radio aid generally can be kept functioning all the time.
All of the foregoing implies that there is no ideal hearing aid. Teachers of the deaf, in consultation with their technical advisers, must choose the aid for the specific situation and specific purpose. Using the appropriate aids well requires thought and effort, but is essential to a modern educational approach to deaf children.
For the future, we believe that the vastly improved aural aids will eventually supersede everything in use at present. During a visit (by M K) to the USA two years ago, no group aids were seen. Radio aids were very prominent, but in the most progressive schools visited each child wore an individually adapted postaural aid; the earmoulds were of course superbly fitted. There are many domestic and office appliances now on the market that can help the deaf and hard-of-hearing public, and it is unfortunate that so little publicity is given to their availability. At the Royal National Institute for the Deaf we have been producing and supplying many of these devices for a number of years. Now it is also possible, under the 1970 Chronically Sick and Disabled Persons Act, for local authorities to provide or assist in the purchase of special equipment when necessary, and it is therefore essential that this group of people should be aware of what is available.
One of the most difficult factors for someone with a hearing loss is the use of the telephone, and there is a selection of devices which can help. However,' for a number of people the telephone still remains very difficult to use and other people have to be relied upon to take a call or answer any queries that may arise. The Post Office is the only body allowed to make any alterations to an existing telephone and it is therefore necessary to get their permission to have any alterations carried out.
The amplified handset is probably the most commonly used adaptation; it enables the hardof-hearing person to turn up the volume of the telephone and thus to hear and understand the caller. Some people find they are able to hear when using the amplifier without their hearing aid, and if the telephone handset is pressed firmly against the ear they can understand a great deal of what is being said. There is an installation charge for this device and extra rental has to be paid each quarter. It is also possible to have an additional earpiece or watch receiver attached to the telephone; this enables the hard-of-hearing person to listen to an incoming call with both ears and reduces interference from background noise. It can also enable another person with normal hearing to listen to the incoming call and convey the message to the hardof-hearing person, which can be done by lipreading. When a body-worn hearing aid is used, the telephone earpiece can be held against the microphone and this enables the hearing-aid user to listen through his own earpiece whilst speaking. Some people do find this satisfactory; however, it is not a very convenient way of using the telephone and in many cases it is not at all effective.
If the telephone bell cannot be heard, it is possible to have an extension bell put into various rooms, or an extremely loud cow-gong can be installed. With certain types of deafness it is impossible to hear the telephone bell however loud it may be, and in such cases a light signal can be attached. There are several different arrangements for these signalling devices. The simplest is a small lamp which is fitted into the back of the handset of the conventional telephone; when the bell rings, the lamp glows in time with the ringing tone; this has to be installed by the Post Office and an extra rental charge is made. Other lamp signals that are separate from the telephone can be synchronized to flash with the ringing tone. Some people have found that the trimphone with its warble tones can be heard more clearly than the ordinary telephone bell, and there is a volume control to increase the sound of the warble tone. Unfortunately it is not possible to have a combination of all these facilities in a single telephone.
In the near future the Post Office is going to install a coil in certain telephones and this will enable a user with a suitable hearing aid, i.e. one with a pick-up coil (National Health behindthe-ear hearing aids have this facility), to obtain the maximum benefit from the telephone. One of these telephones is on demonstration at the Royal National Institute for the Deaf, where its usefulness is being evaluated.
Various other telephone devices are available that are not supplied by the Post Office; some are fairly expensive and can be rather complicated to install. Most of them allow the deaf person to type out a message which is transmitted over the telephone line and received by another deaf or hearing person in written form, provided he has similar equipment.
Other important devices are the radio and television adaptors. It is very frustrating for hardof-hearing people not to be able to hear or understand the television; it is equally frustrating for family or neighbours to have the television volume at an extremely loud level. It is therefore necessary for the hard-of-hearing person to be able to alter the volume of the television independently, whilst allowing the volume to be kept at a normal levelfor other members of the family. An isolating transformer is fitted to the output of the television set and is connected to the adaptor which has a volume control. From the output of the adaptor a lead and earpiece are connected. It is then possible for the hard-of-hearing person to adjust the volume of the television to suit himself. These adaptors range in price from £8 to £10; installation charges vary. It is essential that these devices are fitted by a qualified electrician. Many television rental firms have their own adaptors and will arrange for installation.
Ifa person is already using a hearing aid with some benefit, then it is possible that a television adaptor will prove useful. There are, however, two particular disadvantages: first, the deaf person is linked directly to the television set, which restricts movement; secondly, it can only be used by one or two people simultaneously. Both these difficulties can be overcome by the use of the inductive loop system. This comprises a loop of wire running round the perimeter of the room (normally along the skirting boards) and linked to the television set, which generates a magnetic field; any deaf person who has a hearing aid with a pick-up coil sensitive to magnetic fields, or a suitable receiver, can then listen to the television in any part of the room, provided he is within the loop.
A person who is deaf or hard of hearing can often beas independent as someone with normal hearing, especially when any extra aids that are available are used to their full advantage. A matter of particular annoyance to many deaf people is inability to hear the doorbell. Of the visual doorbells available, the most commonly used device connects the doorbell with the house lighting system, so that when the doorbell is pressed in daylight all the lights flash on, while at night they will all flash off. There is also a battery-operated device that does not require mains wiring and this can be used anywhere in the house, perhaps in the bathroom or sickroom. If a light-flashing doorbell is required, it is worthwhile contacting the local social worker for the deaf, as local authorities will normally give financial assistance towards the cost.
Many people have difficulty in waking up in the morning and those who are hard of hearing may not be woken by a normal alarm clock. It is therefore necessary to use an alarm clock that works in conjunction with a flashing light or vibrating pillow. With the former, the bedside lamp flashes on and off when the alarm is triggered; the combination of alarm and flashing light will wake most heavy sleepers. Those with profound deafness and little residual hearing will not hear the alarm, however loud it is, and will need to use a vibrating pillow, placed under the mattress. When the alarm rings (the bell can be turned off if not required) the pillow vibrates and will continue to do so until turned off.
Another useful device is the visual indicator, designed originally for deaf parents with small children; many parents worried about not being able to hear when their child cried, and in consequence they tended to be in and out of the child's bedroom all through the night. With the visual indicator a microphone is placed at the head of the baby's cot; if the baby cries, the microphone picks up the sound and sends a signal back to an amplifier which triggers lights in other rooms of the house to flash on and off, thus alerting the parents. The device can also be used for people who are extremely ill or immobile; if they make any sounds the lights will flash and bring the family to their aid. This equipment can be adapted to indicate when the telephone or doorbell is ringing.
All the devices described are readily available and deserve to be brought to the notice of the deaf public. A system for the verbatim transcription of speech is still in the experimental stage (Newell 1977) . It has been developed by Southampton University and its effectiveness is being evaluated by the deaf Member of Parliament, Jack Ashley, in the House of Commons. The equipment comprises a palantype machine used to produce a form of typed shorthand which is linked with a small portable screen through an electronic processing device. The information typed in 'shorthand' is reproduced on the screen in the form of a coded phonetic script which, after some practice, can be read with ease by the deaf person. This system will enable deaf people to avoid the strain of lipreading at conferences and smaller gatherings and could greatly contribute towards helping them to overcome communication problems. The prototype machine has been purpose built and further research is being carried out to improve the transcript. The palantype machine can be operated only by a trained person, and in its present form the system costs approximately £5000. Its use is obviously not yet practicable for the majority of deaf people. However, it is hoped eventually to make it available at much lower cost.
I have attempted to describe some of the community aids that are readily available for the deaf and hard-of-hearing public. I have not mentioned Teletext, which consists of Ceefax, Oracle and Viewdata; these are being evaluated by the BBC, IBA and the Post Office, and are not yet available to the general public. Used in conjunction with a television set and, in the case of Viewdata, with a telephone, they will at the push of a button present in written form a wide variety of news, current affairs and general information.
